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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

ldentify

Realize

| mportance of gesture/taboo know edge for Arabic
[inguists

Hel pful cross-cultural perspectives possessed by
mlitary |inguists

Necessity of personal restraint and effort to becone
culturally adept

Uni versal cultural nmessage of the smle

Foundational attitudes helpful in dealing with
M ddl e Eastern peopl es

Greetings, gestures, and eating “dos and taboos”
Cautions mlitary linguists should enpl oy
Qur’ an and nosque etiquette

CGeneral Khaled Bin Sultan

Li eut enant General Gus Pagoni s
Ugly Americani sm

T.E. Lawence

ol den Rul e

Sur a

“Face”

In Sha All ah

Magni t ude of custons and taboos within the Mddle
East

| nportance of humlity, sincerity, and restraint
when working cross-culturally
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Unit 4: Gestures and Taboos

“When the tinme cane for nme and acconpanyi ng staff
to performthe noon prayers, | was touched to notice
that the division had prepared a place for us to nmake
our ablutions and pray. A soldier was there with a jug
of water.”

-- General Khaled Bin Sultan, Desert Warrior, p. 201.

Manners, norals, custons and
taboos--it is inpossible to know all
the el aborate and conpl ex rul es which
govern interactions within a given
society or culture. The task
over whel ns.

Def ense Language I nstitute Forei gn Language Center
per sonnel have excellent resources available to assist.
The Saudi - Arabi ¢ Headstart Cul tural Notes bookl et
(ANOO50S) gives well -organi zed, detailed information.
The 5th Special Forces Goup (ABN) Mlitary
Intelligence Conpany’s 2ND Edition Arab Custons and
Cul ture booklet is easily understood and thorough. The
handbook used by the United States Air Force Speci al
Oper ati ons School (ADO0020TO) entitled M ddl e East
Oientation Course gives hel pful insight into custons
and taboos. In addition, it discusses useful
perspectives trainers and supervisors can enploy in
cross-cultural settings.

The purpose here is not to rephrase gui dance given
in these texts. Rather, this section first outlines
general perspectives mlitary personnel can take in
approaching a new culture. Then it treats comon
attitudes, greetings, gestures, eating practices and
cautions to enpl oy when dealing with M ddl e East
peopl es.
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|. General Perspectives

1. Confidence As nenbers of the United States Arned
Forces, we maintain a sensitivity to ‘culture’ whenever
we put on our uniforns.

Hi gher ranking officers receive
salutes, a sign of respect due to
their rank. Nonconmm ssioned officers
exert hands on gui dance and
supervision. The titles, sergeant
and petty officer, suggest a
di fferent--though no | ess inportant--
type of respect. These courtesies
recogni ze varied “cultures” within
the mlitary

7
ali

Applied to dealing with peoples of other |ands and
societies, these sane habits and respect for authority
becone i nval uabl e.

Desert Storni Shield/ Farewel | authenticated the
sensitive and know edgeabl e cross-cultural abilities
possessed by our arned forces personnel. Logistician
Lt. Gen. Pagonis in his account of the conflict,
described the potential for *Ugly Americanism in the
region. More than 560,000 service personnel passed
t hrough the area, encountering drastic cul tural
di ff erences.

“And what happened, when these two vastly
different cultures cane together? Nothing.

There was not a single incident of deliberate
m sconduct on the part of our service nenbers...our
sol di ers showed great understandi ng and conpassi on.”

(Moving Mountains, p. 228.)

The Gulf conflict denonstrated the certainty that,
when put to the test, training prepares airnen,
soldiers, sailors and marines to deal with
sensitivities of other cultures.
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2. Restraint T.E. Lawence, British
adventurer, witer, and Arabist of the
early 20th century, described this sense
of tenpered behavior. “Keep always on
your guard,” wote Lawence, “...be a
little stiff at first.”

W may feel the best way to get along is to
imtate, in sone ways, the conduct of Mddle Easterners

in order to be accepted. Imtation does have its
pl ace. Margaret Nydell, in her book Understandi ng
Arabs, advises, “In a social situation with Arabs,

never be the first one to do anything...The safest
course of action is toimtate.” (p. 68.) The best
approach however, is to restrain our inpulsive, up-
front, forthright, let-it-all-hang-out behaviors.

Treating individuals as if they were entering our
living roons--by dispensing courtesy and grace--goes a
long way to cenent solid relations with others.
Possessing a cautious and restrai ned deneanor --al ways
observi ng and seeking to | earn--does nuch to pronote
meani ngful interaction. Recognizing the |ong-standing,
traditi on-bound nature of M ddle East cultures assists.

Har nony then cones in possessing a nonjudgnent al
frame of mnd. Such restraint helps avoid actions
whi ch are shocki ng or insulting.
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3. Wholehearted Effort Based upon his years of
living with desert Bedouins of the Mddle East, T.E.
Lawr ence wote guidance for those interested in forging
alliances with Arab peoples. Lawence’'s vision can
help inspire a lifelong goal of cross-cultural

| earning. “Learn all you can...CGet to know...famli es,
clans and tribes, friends and enemes, wells, hills,
and roads...

The begi nni ng and
ending...is unremtting
study. ..

Your success Wil be just
proportioned to the amount of nental
effort you devote to it.”

(As quoted in Prince of Qur Disorder by John E
Mack, pp. 463, 467.)

4. The “ Ultimate Gesture” Business advi sor Roger
Axtell, in his book Gestures, The Do’'s and Taboos of
Body Language Around the Worl d, describes the universal
synbol known around the world. Called the “ultimate
gesture,” it is rarely m sunderstood, rel eases positive
energy, and assists in the nost conplicated of

si tuations.

“What is this singular signal, this mracle
[ mnner], this giant of all gestures?
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It is, quite sinply, the smle.

Use it freely. Use it often.” (p.
113.)

Il. Overall Attitudes

The foll ow ng general principles apply when
dealing with peoples of the Mddle East.

1. Recognize Long-standing Traditions Recogni ze
that manners and custons in the Mddle East go back to
t he begi nnings of civilization. Long-established
practices and conventions--fashioned over centuries
within the harsh desert environnent--govern

i nteractions between individuals.

2. Practice Civility and Respect Jordani an prof essor
Dr. Marwan Al - Kaysi describes an underlying concept
whi ch gui des behavior within Mddle Eastern Mislim
circles.

“...any particular conduct is tolerated or accepted if
it is civilized (i.e. considerate of others) and
respectable (inoffensive to the individual and
community.)” (Mrals and Manners in Islam p. 52.)

Such a courteous and gracious attitude is critical.

Most cul tures generously accept
peopl e who show consi derati on of
others, who maintain fairness in
clarifying their views, and who nodel
a tol erant approach whi ch seeks peace.
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3. Show Kindness

“According to a saying of the Prophet, kindness is
required in every instance of Miuslimconduct...[the]
main end is to train people to be kind and gentle.”
(Marwan | brahi m Al - Kaysi, Mrals and Manners in |Islam
p. 23.)

The Qur’ an nentions those who show “charity,
ki ndness and peace anbng nen” as the ones whose counsel
is valid. (Qur’an 4:114). In an imtation of the
gol den rule, a hadith enjoins:

“A Muslimshould treat others as he woul d wi sh
themto treat him..Like for others what he would |i ke
for hinself.”

4. Practice Humility A deneanor which nodel s
ki ndness--forbids being harsh, rude, or even speaking
| oudly to others.

5. Seek Moderation The Qur’an, Sura 25: 65- 66,
descri bes the sense of bal ance governi ng personal
habits and rel ati ons.

“True servants of the Merciful are those who wal k
humbly on the earth and say: ‘Peace!’...who are neither
extravagant nor [stingy], but keep the gol den nean.”

Many Muslins val ue deliberation, a careful
consi deration which focuses on the outcone of a matter.
Moder ation in speech, and avoi dance of bei ng nervous,
highly strung or liable to sudden anger, characterizes
many of those who “submt to God.”

6. Sincerity A kind, honest, hunbl e approach--free of
an arrogant and overbearing attitude--naturally opens
the way for agreeabl e exchanges. Wites Dr. Nydell,
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“Foreigners are forgiven a great
deal - -even conservative peopl e nmake
al | omances, particularly when they know
your notives are good. The essenti al
thing is to make a sincere, well-neaning
effort to adapt and understand.”

(Under st andi ng Arabs, p. 112.)

7. Remember Honor and Status e's perceived
standing within the group often denonstrates God' s
Will--one is borninto the right famly or given a
respected position. Many M ddl e Easterners protect
this positioning, (one’'s status), especially from
public criticismand insult. Individuals maintain
“face” at all costs. In the process they may
reinterpret facts which are often seen as subjective
entities. Appearance in front of others is the crucial
matter.

lll. Greetings

1. Small Talk and Ritual Greetings Mddle
Easterners often greet each other wth a nunber of
ritual phrases and fixed responses. Ancient custom
governs these interactions. To Wstern eyes, profuse
greetings, inquiries about health and well-being, often
take up inordinate amounts of tinme. Renenber, however
it isinsulting to ask about a Muslims wife or another
female famly menber.

2. Hospitality Gving a warmreception to strangers
harks back to the culture of the desert.

Devel oped over centuries, where the desert
envi ronnent bound traveling nomads to depend on the
graci ousness and generosity of others, hospitality
enabl ed i nhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula to survive
thirst, hunger and sudden rai ds/attacks.
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Many M ddl e Eastern peopl es
continue this custom of show ng
courtesy and consideration to
strangers. Denonstrating
friendliness, generosity and
hospi t abl eness becone
expressions of personal honor,
even sacred duties.

3. Body Language Handshakes, though regarded as
i nportant, usually do not possess the sane firmess as
handcl asps of many Europeans or Anericans.

Many M ddl e Eastern nen are touchers. Touching--
such as | ong handshakes, grasped el bows, even wal ki ng
hand in hand by two nmal es--nmay be common.

Di stance in talking with one anot her (body space)
may be nuch closer with M ddl e East peoples than with
Westerners. Eye contact during discussions--often |ong
and direct--is inportant. Staring is not necessarily
rude (except gazing at wonen).

V. Gestures

right hand to eat, touch and
present gifts. The left is
general ly regarded as uncl ean.

2. Sitting Take care when sitting. Avoid stretching
legs in front of or sitting up higher than others,
sitting with the left hand behind the back, or
positioning oneself so the shadows fall upon half of
one’ s body.

3. Posture Avoid putting feet on tables or

furniture. Show respect. Refrain fromleaning against
wal I's, slouching in chairs, and keeping hands in
pocket s.
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Keep frompointing with the
feet. Do not show the soles of the
feet, as they are the | owest and
dirtiest part of the body.

4. Outward Displays of

Affection @uard public
denonstrations of affection for
your wife or significant other.

Bridle all interest in Mislimwonen. Do not stare
at or “give the eye” to wonen.

"If a man shoul d happen to | ook at a woman, he
must turn his eyes away. An accidental glance is
al l oned, a second | ook is forbidden.” (Marwan, p. 163.)

Shake hands with a woman only if she extends her
hand first.

5. Thumbs up This gesture, expressing connotations
of “I amw nning,” historically is offensive to many
Arabs. After the Gulf conflict, however, Mddle
Easterners of the Arabian Peninsul a adopted this hand
novenent, along with the OK sign, as a synbol of
cooperation toward freedom
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6. NO The gesture “no” may often be done by tilting
t he head backward, raising eyebrows, jutting out the
chin or making a clicking sound with the tongue.

7. Pets Keep dogs and many ot her househol d pets away
fromMddl e Eastern friends.

8. Beads Fi ngeri ng beads (akin to Catholic rosary
beads) do not of thensel ves possess religious
significance. These worry beads are often nothing nore
than tension relievers. Yet, they nay be used as aides
to prayer by sone. Lt. Gen. Pagonis used such beads to
great benefit during the Gulf conflict.

V. Eating Practices

Expect the actual eating of
a nmeal to cone at the conclusion
to an evening' s festivities.
Touch food and pass it with your
right hand only. In sone areas,
M ddl e Easterners consider it
inpolite to eat everything on
one’s plate. Leaving food
becones a synbol of abundance and
serves to conplinent the host.

VI. General Cautions

During joint-training experiences and coalitions,
the foll owi ng guidance is hel pful:

1. Competition Rivalries, where Arab sol diers |ose
status, can be harnful. Sonme go as far as to say
“fell owship together--train separately”.

“To preserve the person’s dignity, avoid criticism
in front of others...The concept of ‘constructive
criticism is truly not translatable into Arabic--
forthright criticismis al nost al ways taken as personal
and destructive.” (Nydell, p. 27.)
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In all, remenber to be gentle in criticizing Arab
partners for sonmething they m ght have done.

2. Dietary Restrictions These guidelines are sinilar
to those used by Anerican Jewi sh and Sevent h Day
Adventi st personnel .

3. Communication Allow ng your host to initiate

di scussion topics is a good policy. Expect handshakes
fromall personnel in a party. Sonetinmes Arabs use
doubl e neanings in conversation, which allows for al
parties to feel good and not |ose face. Such use shows
the practitioner to be a person of culture.

4. Photographs Ask pernission before taking

phot ographs. Sone M ddle East traditions forbid bodily
representations. Asking perm ssion denonstrates tact
and respect.

5. Planning Long-range planning may be difficult.
Tanpering with the future may interfere with the “In
Sha Allah” (will of God). Commtnents beyond a week or
SO are not as concrete as we may |ike.

6. Qur'an chaplain (CPT) Abdul - Rasheed Mihammad, the
US Arny’s first active duty MuslimIlmam gives the
foll ow ng guidance for the use and distribution of the
Holy Qur’ an.

Anyone who touches the
Qur’ an must have cl ean
hands.

Wbonen undergoi ng their
nmont hly period shoul d
refrain fromhandling the

Qur’ an.

Musl i m men and wonen i n need
of full bath (ghusl) or

abl ution (wud’ u) should
performthese rites prior to
handl i ng or reading the Holy
Text .
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Keep Qur’ ans out of latrines and “Johnny-on-
t he- Spots” (porta-johns).

Use a cloth or plastic dustcover for the Qur’an
when not in use.

Keep Qur’ an texts on the highest bookcase
shel f.

When reading while sitting on the floor, place
the text on a book rest or holder. |If no

hol der is available, hold the Qur’an above the
| ap or wai st.

Prior to reading the Qur’an, Mislins will often
recite the followi ng, “lI seek refuge in God
from Satan, the rejected eneny [of mankind].”

7. Visiting a mosque The fol | owi ng gui dance,
adapted fromCultural Oientation Programfor
Exerci ses, COPE Jordan, p. 116, assists.

“When you visit a nosque, it is
very inportant that you behave
properly and not offend the people
who are there to pray. Here are a
few do’s and don’ts to renmenber when
visiting a nosque:

Take of f your shoes at the entrance and | eave
them there before going in. Sonetines oversize
slippers are provided for you to put on.

Men should not go into a nosque wearing shorts,
and woren shoul d not go there wearing short

sl eeves or sl eevel ess dresses.

Do not talk |oudly.

Do not walk directly in front of people
prayi ng.
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Do not take pictures of people in a nbsque,
particul arly wonen.

Mosques are considered to be shelters for
honel ess peopl e.

Do not be surprised to find nosques w thout
furniture, except for the carpet. The Islamc
religion advocates a sinple way of life for its
foll oners.”

“Stay Commtted”
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Vocabulary List: Gestures and Taboos

Face Inportance of manner one is perceived by others. All
peopl es val ue face to sone degree or other.

Golden Rule “Do unto others as you woul d have others do unto
you”

Gus Pagonis Chief |ogistician during Desert
Shield/ Storml Farewell. Wote Myving Muntains, an account
of his experiences in that conflict.

In Sha Allah, (in SHAH ahl -1 ah) Transliteration of Arabic for
“I'f God Wlls...”

Khalid Bin Sultan Joi nt Forces Conmander during Operation
Desert Shield/ Storm Farewell. General in the Saudi Arabian
Arnmed Forces. Wote Desert Varrior.

Sura (SOO-ruh) Chapter of the Qur’an

T.E. Lawrence British traveler, explorer, mlitary figure and
Arabi st active in the Mddle East during the first part of
this century

Ugly Americanism Stereotyped notion of American
tourists/travelers common in the 1950s and 1960s. Held that
Americans in general were very unconcerned about | earning
ways of another culture. Oten, denonstrations of this
cal l used approach included little concern for the
envi ronnent (trash and consuneri smranpant), nockery of
traditional peoples, and rigid |lack of desire to | earn new
ways.
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1.
men?
A
B
C.
2.
A
B
C.
3.
gifts
A
B
4.
A
B
C.
5
conmes
A
B
C.

Review Quiz: Gestures and Taboos

Part 1--Multiple Choice piace the
letter of the nost correct response in the
bl ank provi ded.

What type of touching may be common anong M ddl e Eastern

Long handshakes, grasped el bows, wal king hand in hand.
Fi ngering anot her’s nustache and beard
The “high five”

Di stance (body space) when talking with an Arab is often
than that for Westerners.

farther
t he same
cl oser

The hand is used to eat, touch and present

right
| eft

VWhen is it best to shake hands with an Arab woman?

Al ways
Never
Only when initiated by the woman

Wthin much of the Mddle East, an evening neal usually
________ the night’s activities.
in the mddle of
as the first thing during
at the end of
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6. Roger Axtell, in his book Gestures, describes this

“ultimate gesture,” known nost everywhere and rarely
m sunder st ood.

A. The firm handshake
B. The uplifted palm
C. The snile

7 Wthin nost Mddle East Muslimcircles, a particular

conduct is tolerated and accepted if it is

A. civilized and respectful.
B. calculated well in advance.
C. acconpanied with fear and suspi cion.

8. One of the Hadith is
A. a Muslimshould treat others as he [she] would |ike them
to treat him
B. walk softly and carry a big stick
C. the sword conquers all.

9. Wthin much Arabic practice, giving a warmreception to

strangers goes back to the tradition of

A. the desert environment.
B. Dale Carnegie’s Howto Wn Friends and | nfl uence Peopl e.
C. ethnic warfare.

10. In the Mddl e East, handshakes are usually
A. firmer than those of many Anericans.
B. less firmthan those of many Anericans.
C. about the sanme strength as those of many Anericans.

11. LTG Pagonis, chief Allied |ogistician during Desert

Storm Shield/ Farewell, wote that the @Qulf conflict denonstrated

A. the value of training in preparing Arnmed Forces personnel
to deal with cultures other than their own.
B. ugly Anericanismis alive and well.

12. When encountering a new culture, it is best to..

A. be inmpulsive, up-front and let-it-all-hang-out.
B. practice restraint.
C. act shocked and insulted.
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13. A approach, free of arrogance and
over bearing behavior, often opens the way for agreeabl e exchange
wi th nmenbers of another culture.

A. boi sterous
B. sincere
C. direct, confrontive

14. is required to forge alliances with Arab
peopl es.

A. Natural ability
B. Whol ehearted effort
C. Insincere flattery

15. During training experiences, what is the best way to

critique a less than stellar performance by an Arab counterpart?

A. Gve constructive criticismin front of peers

B. Ofer no critique at all...live and let live

C. On a one-to-one | evel, enphasize positive action, use
i ndirect ways to show how “we” could have done a better
j ob, then enphasi ze positives again.

16. When taki ng phot ographs of people in the Mddl e East
A. inconspicuously snap another’s picture.
B. ask permssion first...thus denonstrating tact and
respect.

7. When touching the Qur'an, it is best to
A. have cl ean hands.
B. rub hands with holy oil before handling.
C. wear sacred |eather gloves.

18. When reading the Qur’an while sitting on the floor, it

A. place the text on a book rest or holder. |If none is
avai |l abl e, hold text above the |ap or waist.

B. set text on the rug.

C. point text towards Jerusal em
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19.

Islam c religion advocates a way of life for

its foll owers.

harsh and austere

si npl e
ostentatious and | uxuri ous

Part 2--True or False piaceaTor

an Fin the blank provided.

Recogni zi ng the manners, norals, custons, and taboos of
another culture is a straightforward and easy matter.

Armed Forces personnel can have great confidence in
dealing with gestures and taboos due, in part, to the
vari ety of personnel, respect practiced, and courtesies
observed in the mlitary.

Many Muslins val ue a deneanor which is nervous and
easi |y angered.

M ddl e Easterners often greet each other with extensive
ritual phrases and fixed responses.

It is a sign of good taste to ask an Arab Mislim about
his wwfe or female famly nenber.

In the Mddle East, pointing with one’s foot is often a
good way to give directions.

Wthin the Mddl e East, casual posture is a good way to
show sincerity and tact.

Wthin the Persian Gulf area, since the Gulf conflict,
the thunbs up sign is nore readily recogni zed as a
synbol of cooperation for freedom

It is good to introduce your dog to Arab friends.
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10. Fi ngering beads (‘worry beads’) carry great religious
significance for Mislim peoples.

1. For many Arabs, leaving food on the plate can nean a
conplinent to a host.

12. Many M ddl e Easterners use double neanings in their
conversation which allows all parties to feel good.

13. When not in use, the Qur’an may be covered with a
pl astic or cloth dustcover.

14. It is good to keep your shoes on when entering a
nosque.

5. Mosques are often used as shelters for the honel ess.

16. Muslimtradition pronotes el aborate furniture and

pai ntings of animals and humans inside a nosque.

“Practice Spontaneity”
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Sources Used in Gestures and Taboos

Arab Custons and Cul ture, second edition, (5th Special Forces
Goup (ABN) Mlitary Intelligence Conpany). Clear, easily
under st ood and thorough. Many instructors in DLI's Mddle
East School s have access to this text.

Axtell, Roger, Gestures, The Do’s and Taboos of Body Language
Around the World, (New York: John WIley and Sons, 1991).
Great information on many major countries around the world.
(A so Library)

Harris, Philip and Robert Myran, Managing Cultural D fferences,
(Houston, Texas: @ulf Publications, 1991). CQutstanding text
on cross-cultural comuni cation froma busi ness person’s
perspective. The authors give practical guidance for
various regions of the world. (A so Library)

M ddl e East Orientation Course, (AD0O0020TO), United States Air
Force Special Operations School. Excellent interviews with
M ddl e East arnmed forces personnel. Also, nmuch detail ed
(though less carefully organi zed than Arab Custons and

Cultures) material, is present.

Morrison, Terri, George Borden, Wayne Conaway, Kiss, Bow or Shake
Hands.

Saudi - Arabi ¢ Headstart Cul tural Notes (ANO0O50S). Well-
organi zed, detailed information. (A so Library)
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